CIVILIZATION    AND   DISEASE

On the basis of this judgment the sterilization law of Virginia
was declared constitutional and today 28 states have such laws.

Before 1933 a number of countries had the legal power to pre-
vent manifestly unfit individuals from procreating offspring, but
sterilization was applied on a very small scale. In the United
States by January 1,1937, only 25,403 persons had been sterilized,
most of them in California. The situation changed when the Nazis
came into power in Germany. Sterilization laws had been before
the German Reichstag in 1907 and 1925, and the legislation that
was finally enacted by the Nazi government in 1933 was based on
thirty years of psychiatric and genetic research. The preparatory
work was completed before Hitler came into power,25 so that the
law would probably have been passed sooner or later anyway.
The Nazis, however, adapted it to their racial ideology, which was
itself the frankly admitted basis of their health and population
program. The Scandinavian countries enacted similar legislation,26
but while they applied it slowly and cautiously, Germany went
ahead immediately and on a tremendous scale. The law applied
to individuals suffering from hereditary feeble-mindedness,
schizophrenia, manic-depressive psychosis, epilepsy, and Hunt-
ington's chorea, from hereditary deafness and blindness, and from
several genetically transmitted bodily malformations. The de-
cision was in the hands of special so-called Hereditary Health
Courts. In the first years of the regime over one quarter of a mil-
lion individuals were sterilized, and it has been estimated possibly
more on political grounds than on impregnable scientific evidence
that the number of persons coming under the law would exceed
600,000.

It is too early to ask for convincing results, but I think it would
be a great mistake to identify eugenic sterilization solely with the
Nazi ideology and to dismiss the problem simply, because we dis-
like the present German regime and its methods. The pioneering
steps were, after all, taken by the United States and Switzerland,
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